CHAPTER    LXII
THE BRITISH COMMONWEALTH
1919-35
AT the Conference of Colonial Premiers attending the first Jubilee
of Queen Victoria, Lord Salisbury said that the idea of Imperial
Federation was " nebulous matter" which in the course of time
might cool down into something solid, but in the meantime he
advised his hearers to address themselves to practical questions like
the common defence of the Empire. Federation remains nebulous
matter after fifty years, but it was impossible to interest Dominion
statesmen in Imperial defence without taking them into confidence
about Imperial policy, and during the last twenty years before the
war we may trace the gradual development of the Imperial Con-
ferences, which by this time had come to be held at regular intervals,
into an Aulic Council on Imperial Foreign Affairs. British Foreign
Ministers on these occasions spoke with the utmost candour to the
assembled delegates in secret session, and some of their deliverances
on these occasions are documents of the highest importance.
Interest in world affairs spread from the Governments to the
newspapers and the publics of the Dominions, and in the last years
before the war intelligent British citizens in Canada, Australia, South
Africa and New Zealand took as lively an interest in the main issues
as their fellows in Great Britain. In 1909 journalists from all parts
of the Empire visited London for an Imperial Press Conference and
engaged in debate not only with their fellow journalists, but with
the leading statesmen of both political parties and the principal naval
and military experts. It was not a little due to this process of mutual
education that, when the critical moment came in August, 1914
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